
Some of the essential points of applying emergent realist theory to 
practice are sketched in this chaptel: First a running conversation is 
offered to explain emergent realist evaluation; then an example pre- 
proposal highlights important aspects of practice. 
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It is by imagination that we can form any conception of what are his 
sensations. 

Adam Smith, Theory ofMoral Sentiments (2nd ed.), 1762 

It was just my imagination, once again, running away wilh me. 
The Temptations (Norman Whitfield and Barrelt Strong, 

songwriters, 1971) 

In this chapter and in those that follow, we present a realist theory of evalu- 
ation. Realism is a tradition of increasing importance in evaluation (House, 
1991; Pawson and Tilley, 1997), and we refer to our approach as emergent 
realism. Shadish, Cook, and Leviton (1991) list practice as the last of the five 
components of evaluation theory; the other four components provide the 
terra firma on which practice is constructed. For example, the knowledge 
construction component (see Julnes and Mark, Chapter Two) serves as the 
foundation for choices about research methods. But we have chosen in this 
sourcebook to bring the practice component to the forefront. This provides 
the best distillation of emergent realist theory in that it both introduces and 
summarizes the other components. By beginning this sourcebook with the 
practice component, we hope to introduce many of the most salient charac- 
teristics of emergent realist evaluation (ERE) theory and to show how ERE 
differs from other theories of evaluation. This discussion of practice, how- 
ever, is based on emergent realist principles elaborated more fully later in this 
volume. 
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to implement a similar program, as well as to decisions within Georgia on how 
to improve the program. 

At the end of an e-mailed set of comments and revisions to the draft proposal, 
your colleague writes, “I think we7re on to something with this emergent realist eval- 
uation. Where does it gofrom here?” You e-mail back that her question has Zed you 
to think a bit about three points related to the role of ERE in the profession of evalu- 
ation. 

First, according to ERE, the theory and practice of evaluation is in a state 
of ongoing development (or emergence). Consequently, ERE will appear some- 
what different in another decade and will make somewhat different recom- 
mendations for practice, in light of forthcoming developments in theory, 
method, and practice-based lessons. Second, while ER evaluators may some- 
times seem evangelical, attempting to “spread the faith” (us you did with your 
colleague), they do not believe in a single, universal religion of evaluation. To 
the contrary, ER evaluators are happy to see other evaluators following differ- 
ent approaches (such as Patton-style evaluation, which overlaps at least some 
of the time with organizational development, or Scriven-like assessments of 
merit and worth without the attention to underlying mechanisms), even 
though, from the lens of ERE, these types of evaluations have limited useful- 
ness. Still, ERE advocates believe that programs can fruitfully be examined at 
different levels and at different stages of development, and they see these other 
approaches as providing aspects of a comprehensive ER evaluation. In this 
sense, the ER approach to knowledge and values provides a framework for 
considering the contribution of various approaches to evaluation, and of indi- 
vidual evaluaLions, in terms of the limitations of the sensemaking technologies 
employed and the values considered. Use of ERE for such a framework should 
contribute to that “disputatious community of scholars” (Campbell, 1984) who 
can talk to each other and debate matters of substance without allowing 
approach-based differences in terminology to segment conversations into a 
Tower of Babel. While a healthy profession of evaluation need not be mono- 
lithic, forums and language for discussions are vital. And third, as an ER eval- 
uator, you hope that training in ER-based methods, such as methods for 
values-probing and principled discovery, will become more common. 

You sign off your e-mail, smiling to yourself as an old Temptations song plays 
on the radio. You feel eager to read more about ERE and to apply it to yourfuture 
eval ua tion work. 
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